
2/26/2018 1 www.sageducation.ca 

Copyright © CSAH  2017 1 

Education for Health Care Professionals 

Part 4: Prevention & Management 

Overview of Substance 
Misuse & Abuse in the 
Older Adult 
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● Exceeding the low risk drinking 
guidelines can increase one’s risk for 
developing cancer of the esophagus, 
larynx, pharynx and mouth by 2-3 
times.  It can also increase one’s risks 
for breast and colorectal cancer. (Canadian 
Cancer Society, 2017) 

● KORSAKOFF SYNDROME or alcohol 
induced dementia occurs most 
frequently when there is a thiamine 
deficiency. 

● Older adults experiencing withdrawal 
are at an increased risk of developing 
delirium. 

Substance Abuse & Health Risks 

(Canadian Cancer Society, 2017; Alzheimer’s Society, 2017; Gossop, 2008)  
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● Seemingly harmless over-the-counter and prescription drugs 

can interact with alcohol causing increased risk of drowsiness, 

injury and poisoning. (Gossop, 2008) 
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Effects of High Risk Drinking 
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Aggressive / irrational behaviour 

Argumentative / violent behaviour 

Depressed / Anxious 

Cancer of pharynx/ larynx / esophagus / mouth 

Frequent colds / infections 

Increased risk of pneumonia 

Liver damage 

Trembling hands / fingers 

Numbness / painful nerves 

Ulcer 

Impaired sensation leading to falls 

Numb, tingling toes 

Painful nerves 

Alcohol dependence 

Memory loss 

Korsakoff Syndrome 

Premature aging / drinkers nose 

Heart weakness / failure 

Anemia 

Impaired blood clotting 

Breast cancer 

Vitamin deficiency / malnutrition 

Vomiting, Bleeding 

Severe inflammation of the stomach 

Diarrhea 

Inflammation of the pancreas 

Impaired sexual function in men   

Increased risk of colorectal cancer 

Adapted from Babor, T.F., Higgins-Biddle, J.C., Saunders, J.B. & Monteiro, M.G. (2001). AUDIT: The alcohol use disorders identification 
test. Retrieved from http://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/10665/67205/1/WHO_MSD_MSB_01.6a.pdf  
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“Accidental poisonings accounted for the highest proportion of 

hospitalizations for seniors. Poisonings that occurred during 

therapeutic use were more prevalent with older age, accounting for 

a quarter of poisonings among seniors.” (CIHI, 2016) 

Opioid Misuse/Abuse & Health Risks 

(CIHI, 2016) 
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Rate of hospitalizations due to opioid poisoning per 100,000 population by 

age group, Canada, 2007-2008 to 2014-2015 from Hospital Morbidity Database 
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Prevention Strategies 

(Basca, 2008; Gossop, 2008; Educacool, 2016)  
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● Regularly reviewing use and treatment response of 

prescription medications can help to reduce the risk of misuse 

and abuse. 

● Rather than prescribing “coping” medications to alleviate 

anxiety, depression or sleep problems, investigate non-

pharmacological options for these and other symptoms. 

● Alternatives such as referring older adults to publicly funded 

programs and services to improve their quality of life will  help 

to reduce the risks of prescription drug use and illicit use for 

self-medication. 

● Multi-sectoral interprofessional approaches to public 

awareness and education about substance misuse and abuse 

for older adults and their care providers is important. 
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● Peer model campaigns to promote awareness of risks and 
symptoms can be particularly effective for public health 
education such as substance misuse/abuse. 

● Approaching the subject as a discussion related to ongoing 
wellness and independence will help to build a relationship of 
trust. 

● Having a subject expert involved in the development of 
resources targeting older adults specific needs is important. 

● Working with others who serve older adults, such as home 
support services and community paramedicine may help to 
get messaging to isolated and vulnerable older adults. 

● Using the Teach-Back Method when prescribing possible 
drugs of misuse or abuse is an important step to avoiding 
misuse and abuse by older adults. 

 

Educating Older Adults 
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(Basca, 2008; CIHI, 2016; Government of Canada., 2002) 
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● Adult “Meducation” - is a program developed by the American 

Society on Aging (ASA) and the American Society of 

Consultant Pharmacists (ASCP) Foundation to improve 

medication adherence in older adults. 

● The Gatekeeper Program – is a program which aims to 

identify isolated older adults living in the community who may 

be at risk for developing substance abuse and/or mental 

health issues.  It relies on the support of volunteers and 

trained community support service providers. 

● Screening, Brief Intervention, Referral and Treatment (SBIRT) 

– is a government funded program that was piloted in Florida 

(Brief Intervention for Elders (BRITE) and is a substance 

abuse screening program targeted at older adults in the 

community setting.   

 

 

Noteworthy Programs in America 
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(Basca, 2008) 
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● drink water or another non-alcoholic beverage before 

consuming alcohol 

● drink water with alcoholic drinks 

● skip salty snacks when drinking alcohol 

● try other ways to cope with stress such as going for a walk  

● keep track of drinking and schedule at least 2 alcohol free 

days a week 

 

 
 

 

Reducing Harm from Alcohol 

(Canadian Cancer Society, 2017)  
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Abstinence may not be the best option for reducing harm to older 
adults with alcohol abuse problems. The harm reduction 
approach involves strategies to reduce the harm related to 
substance use. Strategies to suggest for reducing alcohol 
consumption include: 
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● keeping a diary or calendar to track usage of all 

pharmacological substances will help provide a clearer 

picture of patterns of use 

● honestly looking at triggers for use can provide opportunities 

to find alternatives to address needs (i.e., pain, depression, 

sleep problems, etc.) 

● talking with older adults and their families about harms 

associated with mixing drugs or misusing them can help 

create a support system 

 

Reducing Harm from Other Substances 

(Birchall, 2014) 
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Having a clear understanding of all pharmacological 

agents older adults may be taking is important when 

advising on how to reduce substance use.  For prescription 

and illicit drug use the following strategies may be helpful: 
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● Counting and measuring usage 

● Setting goals for reducing dependence 

● Pacing and spacing = consuming 
smaller amounts farther apart 

● Practicing good nutrition and hydration 
to reduce the negative impacts and 
risks associated with consumption 

● Developing strategies to avoid triggers 
for use 

● Having a plan on how to handle 
challenges and urges 

● Learning different ways to say “no”  

● Replacing unhealthy habits with 
healthy ones (instead of having a drink, 
calling a friend or going for a walk) 

 

Other Harm Reduction Strategies 

(Birchall, 2014) 

10 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://www.chnet-works.ca/index.php?option=com_phocadownload&view=category&download=837:423-november-13-2014-esdc-older-adultsseniors-addictions-a-concurrent-disorders-&id=23:fireside-chat-presentations-and-recordings-2014&lang=en
http://www.chnet-works.ca/index.php?option=com_phocadownload&view=category&download=837:423-november-13-2014-esdc-older-adultsseniors-addictions-a-concurrent-disorders-&id=23:fireside-chat-presentations-and-recordings-2014&lang=en
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://www.chnet-works.ca/index.php?option=com_phocadownload&view=category&download=837:423-november-13-2014-esdc-older-adultsseniors-addictions-a-concurrent-disorders-&id=23:fireside-chat-presentations-and-recordings-2014&lang=en
http://www.chnet-works.ca/index.php?option=com_phocadownload&view=category&download=837:423-november-13-2014-esdc-older-adultsseniors-addictions-a-concurrent-disorders-&id=23:fireside-chat-presentations-and-recordings-2014&lang=en
http://www.chnet-works.ca/index.php?option=com_phocadownload&view=category&download=837:423-november-13-2014-esdc-older-adultsseniors-addictions-a-concurrent-disorders-&id=23:fireside-chat-presentations-and-recordings-2014&lang=en


2/26/2018 6 www.sageducation.ca 

Copyright © CSAH  2017 

Supporting Cessation 

(Duhigg, 2012) 
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● It is important to understand the signs of withdrawal and 

delirium. It is not advisable for older adults to quit a substance 

of misuse or abuse “cold turkey”.   

● Setting realistic goals to reduce consumption and risks of 

harm is the best approach along with careful and regular 

monitoring. 

● Just as in prescribing for older adults, starting low and going 

slow is also applicable in de-prescribing or supporting 

cessation of substance use. 

● Understanding the cue/trigger/routine/reward process of 

substance use will provide helpful insights to support healthy 

habit changes. (Duhigg, 2012) 
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Treatment 

(Bogunovic, 2012; Birchall, 2014; Whalen, n.d.; Steinhagen & Friedman, 2008; Benshoff, & Harrawood, 

2003; Government of Canada, 2002) 

● Recommendations for treatment will depend on the severity of misuse 

or dependence and can vary from outpatient to inpatient options. 

● It is important to note that the CCSMH reported that older adults 

typically prefer psychological to pharmacological treatments 

whenever possible and that older adults are more susceptible to the 

negative side effects of anti-depressants. (Whale, n.d.) 

● If depression is correlated to substance misuse/abuse, it is advisable 

to explore non-pharmacological treatment options. 

● Counselling and other interventions supporting older adults reduction 

of harm from substance use need to be customized to focus on what 

would make their quality of life better. 

● Finding support groups which are tailored to older adults (with similar 

histories of use; early onset vs. late onset) will help to improve 

attendance and adherence.   

● Brief therapeutic interventions have shown some favourable results 

with older adults. (Bogunovic, 2012) 
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Community Supports 

(Government of Canada, 2002) 

A variety of programs and services 

are available and tailored to the 

preferences of older adults, many 

are available at no cost.   

Encouraging active social 

participation such as group exercise 

classes, attendance at seniors 

centres and intergenerational 

programs can help reduce older 

adults risks for substance 

misuse/abuse and support non-

pharmacological harm reduction 

strategies. 

Ontario Edition  
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Pharmacological Treatment Considerations 

(Bogunovic, 2012) 

 

● Naltrexone is an opiate antagonist which decreases cravings for alcohol and 

has been used in conjunction with psychosocial treatments to reduce the 

likelihood of relapse. While there appears to be no pharmacokinetic studies 

of buprenorphine/naloxone in older adults with opioid dependence. It should 

be used with caution due to the increased risks regarding sedation and 

respiratory suppression.  

● Disulfiram is not appropriate for use in older adults due to the increased risk 

of delirium and other serious negative effects.  

● Acamprosate might be safer and more appropriate for older adults with liver 

dysfunction but it should be used cautiously in those with impaired renal 

function.  

● There appears to be research gaps when it comes to studying integrated 

substance misuse/abuse screening into general medical practice as well as 

understanding substance use disorders in older adults with comorbidities to 

identify best practices for safe interventions. 
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Summary > Substance Misuse & 

Abuse 

 Inappropriate use of prescription and OTC drugs is a 

concerning trend in older adults.  Improving 

monitoring, treatment response and screening is 

recommended. 

 Multidisciplinary treatment options tailored to the 

older adults needs will be in higher demand as long 

time illicit drug users age. 

 It is important to educate older adults about how 

alcohol metabolism and use with other drugs 

increases their risks of negative outcomes. 

 Understanding the differences between cohorts of 

older adults perceptions of drug use and the need to 

tailor interventions to overcome barriers to treatment 

is important. 
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